For the longest time (in the strangely accelerated temporality of the past weeks), the UK government held back on implementing the lockdown that its mainland neighbours had swiftly committed to in response to COVID‐19. It's difficult to dredge up the arguments for this slow response, since buried in layers of far more cautious messages to Stay at Home and Save Lives, even from the most libertarian politicians. But there was a moment when the right to maintain daily life and livelihoods was weighed against public health measures to contain the virus. While initial policies on the (lack of) lockdown were consistent with *an* epidemiological model -- that long‐abandoned idea of herd immunity -- we know that evidence is always steeped in values and politics (Runciman [2020](#soca12810-bib-0003){ref-type="ref"}). I am interested in the values that were separating 'health' and 'life' in this way, and our collective realisation that this had to be reconfigured. Now those logics are at least temporarily dissolving, what does 'life' look like under lockdown? What new questions can we ask about vitality (Canguilhem [2001](#soca12810-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"}), cohabitation and relationality within and beyond our spaces of so‐called social isolation?

The libertarian claim that public 'health' was at odds with individual 'life' was of course a red herring. When I hear my mum, wracked with anxiety about going to the shops, say despairingly, 'I just wish I could be self‐sufficient', or my grandmother ask us to let her be fatalistic when it comes to her exposure, notions of bounded individual autonomy are immediately exposed as unworkable. Even in isolation it is impossible not to affect and be affected by others -- not only through infection but through the shifting and straining social bonds that are now, perhaps more than ever, inescapable.

But if we are to leave this red herring aside, important questions remain about how to live, how to avoid our vitality slipping away, even as we do everything we can to remain healthy. Paul B. Preciado asks, in response to the lockdown, 'under what conditions and in which way would life be worth living?' when 'our bodies ... would be deprived of all contact and of all vitality' ([2020](#soca12810-bib-0002){ref-type="ref"}: np). And, were it not for the lockdown, many of us anthropologists would currently be preparing to discuss the other side of this same coin at the Chronic Living conference: how chronic illness is lived, and how to talk about a 'vitality of disease' (Wahlberg [2018](#soca12810-bib-0004){ref-type="ref"}). The point is, health and life are *not* one and the same, and we have to find ways to maintain both in overlapping, often conflicting ways. Thinking with vitality reminds us that this struggle was never about individual lives, and might help us to collectively navigate isolation, intimacy and cohabitation under lockdown.

This piece was inspired by ongoing conversations from the cross‐institutional research group, the Vitalities Collective.
